THE   GENESIS    OF   DISEASE

famines disorganized normal life, people's living conditions be-
came worse. The louse thrived and typhus spread. Disorganiza-
tion of water supplies and food control resulted in epidemics of
typhoid, dysentery and cholera. The chronicles of the plague
usually report that epidemics began with drought and famine some-
where in the East, in China or India. The process is easy to under-
stand. A drought led to crop failure. The granaries were empty.
The rats and other rodents moved closer to man, and if there
happened to be plague among the rodents there were good chances
that the disease would be transmitted to people. And then it spread
from man to man like wild-fire.

Conditions are made worse by the fact that famines set large
groups of people in motion. This was not felt so much in the past
when there was less freedom of movement. The mediaeval serf
had no other choice than to starve on the spot. In recent famines,
however, particularly in the Russian famine mentioned before,
people abandoned their homes and moved into other districts that
had been less afflicted. In so doing they spread whatever epidemic
diseases they had.

Hunger or the threat of it were the causes of many migrations
of nations. Fertile countries like the valley of the Nile or Mesopo-
tamia were tempting goals for less privileged nations. Once every
thousand years the Semitic tribes of the Arabian peninsula in-
vaded the territory of their neighbors. Scarcity of food united the
Arabic tribes under the leadership of Mohammed and his suc-
cessors and was the driving force of their conquests. Hunger drove
Germanic tribes into the fertile plains of Italy in the 5th century
A. D. On a smaller scale we find that failure of the potato crop in
1846-1847 drove thousands of Irishmen to the United States.

The history of Europe records many famines which sometimes
were local and sometimes universal. Such universal famines oc-
curred in 879 and 1162. A famine in England in 1586 gave rise
to the Poor Law System. For centuries in Russia, famines occurred
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